Unit 6 – Investigating our local area

Geography Year 3

The investigators – What’s beneath our feet?
Description/overview of the unit 

This unit is based upon the QCA Geography year three Unit 6 Investigating our local area.

The investigators- What’s beneath our feet? helps schools teach the same objectives as the three core lessons of the QCA unit. However, because this unit has some overlapping objectives with the science unit We’re living in rocks and SOIL!  it can be used in conjunction with that unit. This will help make teaching more efficient and learning more holistic.
As well as learning to use maps and local plans, The investigators- What’s beneath our feet? encourages children to look closely at some of the building materials used in their local area. The children learn about the quarried origins of these materials and the some of the important systems that ensure the safety of workers during the quarrying sequence. The children are taught, with the help of a worm, in the companion science unit We’re living in rocks and SOIL! that there are rocks beneath every feature on the Earth’s surface and that the same rocks are not found in every place.  
The children then take part in an out of school local Quarried material trail.  This focuses on the materials used in one type of local structure e.g. walls, roofs, door or window surrounds etc. The children look for patterns in material use which may indicate historic changes in land use. From the range of materials observed and their basic knowledge of how these products are obtained the children are asked to suggest what kind of rock may be hidden beneath their feet?

Finally the children look at a sample of soil taken from the school locality and see if it contains any obvious stone or pebbly material that could provide further evidence to the rock that is hidden beneath their feet.

As well as meeting the learning objectives of the QCA geography unit, The investigators- What’s beneath our feet? encourages children to look closely at and ask questions about their local environment. It provides opportunity for developing their knowledge and skills in science, literacy

and PSHE.  

Most of the classroom activities in this unit have been designed to make use of the potential of ICT and an interactive whiteboard. 
Overview Teacher Introduction:
In the course of the year 3 science curriculum children often study the QCA unit Rocks and soils. When children learn the names of some of the common rocks (granite, limestone, chalk, coal, slate etc.) and that some are located beneath every part of the earth’s surface it is not unreasonable for them to ask “What rock is beneath our school?”

In many places, without recourse to geological maps, which can be difficult to interpret, the answer will probably be “I don’t know!” 

This unit does not attempt to provide a definitive answer to that question but it does use children’s observation and curiosity to make a reasoned guess. That guess, though by no means accurate, for the reasons explained below, may well spark an interest in other aspects of the development of the local area.

How can you tell what rock is hidden beneath our feet by looking at the locality?

In some areas the answer is obvious. There will either be local cuttings by roads and railways or working or disused quarries that expose the underlying geology. Pictures of these rocks can be used to supplement the children’s conclusions on which rock is hidden beneath their feet in either lesson 4 or 5 of this unit.

However, many schools are not going to have access to such an obvious solution. The nearest material that children perceive as “rock” may be miles away or may be covered by an urban landscape. Clues to answer the question will need to be sought in other aspects of the local landscape.

One location where local rock may be found is in the oldest structures in the locality. Heritage sites such as castles, prestigious homes, important civic amenities, (e.g. halls, bridges, walls etc.) and churches that predate the Industrial Revolution were often built of locally sourced durable materials. 

There are of course many notable exceptions (E.g. Stonehenge was built from rocks that originated miles away.) but in many places these structures will give useful clues to local geology.

After the industrial revolution a greater choice of durable materials used in construction became available. Coal became available as a source of energy for transportation, factory machinery and kilns.  This led to a greater use of bricks, made from clay, as a building material. However it made good commercial sense when the transport infrastructure was not as developed as it is today to use local clays. Locally produced bricks with particular colours and properties may be identified in many older buildings and structures.

There are a few pitfalls to avoid.

1. Sometimes “natural” stone, such as sandstone, was incorporated into brick built structures e.g. around doors and windows. This may be locally derived stone but in the case of prestigious buildings such as banks, town halls etc. the builders may have had funds to source materials from greater distances. The stone was imported and used for reasons of visual appearance.

2. Today, although bricks may be sourced locally for reasons of aesthetics (i.e. matching what exists in the local landscape) others may have brought into an area from outside the locality. Either the economics of scale of production or the properties of particular products may outweigh the advantage of “buying local.”

More modern building materials such as concrete blocks are distributed over a wide area and are not a good guide to local geology.
